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Here is a common situation: a house catches on fire and a six-month-old baby is painfully burned to death. Could we possibly describe as “good” any person who had the power to save this child and yet refused to do

so? God undoubtedly has this power and yet in many cases of this sort he has refused to help. Can we call God “good”? Are there adequate excuses for his behavior?

First, it will not do to claim that the baby will go to heaven. It was either necessary for the baby to suffer or it was not, If it was not, then it was wrong to allow it. The child’s ascent to heaven does not change this fact. If it

was necessary, the fact that the baby will go to heaven does not explain why it was necessary, and we are still left without an excuse for God’s inaction.

It is not enough to say that the baby’s painful death would in the long run have good results and therefore should have happened, otherwise God would not have permitted it. For if we know this to be true, then we know

—just as God knows—that every action successfully performed must in the end be good and therefore the right thing to do, otherwise, God would not have allowed it to happen, We could deliberately set houses ablaze

to kill innocent people and if successful we would then know we had a duty to do it. A defense of God’s goodness which takes as its foundation duties known only after the fact would result in a morality unworthy of the
name. Furthermore, this argument does not explain why God allowed the child to burn to death, It merely claims that there is some reason discoverable in the long run. But the belief that such a reason is within our

grasp must rest upon the additional belief that God is good, This is just to counter evidence against such a belief by assuming the belief to be true. It is not unlike a lawyer defending his client by claiming that the client
is innocent and therefore the evidence against him must be misleading—that proof vindicating the defendant will be found in the long run. No jury of reasonable men and women would accept such a defense and the

theist cannot expect a more favorable outcome.

The theist often claims that man has been given free will so that if he accidentally or purposefully causes fires, killing small children, it is his fault alone. Consider a bystander who had nothing to do with starting the fire
but who refused to help even though he could have saved the child with no harm to himself. Could such a bystander be called good? Certainly not. If we would not consider a mortal human being good under these

circumstances, what grounds could we possibly have for continuing to assert the goodness of an all-powerful God?

The suggestion is sometimes made that it is best for us to face disasters without assistance, otherwise we would become dependent on an outside power for aid. Should we then abolish modern medical care or do

away with efficient fire departments? Are we not dependent on their help? Is it not the case that their presence transforms us into soft, dependent creatures? The vast majority are not physicians or firemen. These
people help in their capacity as professional outside sources of aid in much the same way that we would expect God to be helpful. Theists refer to aid from firemen and physicians as cases of man helping himself. In

reality, it is a tiny minority of men helping a great many. We can become just as dependent on them as we can on God. Now the existence of this kind of outside help is either wrong or right. If it ts right, then God should

assist those areas of the world which do not have this kind of help. In fact, throughout history, such help has not been available. If aid ought to have been provided, then God should have provided it. On the other hand,
if it is wrong to provide this kind of assistance, then we should abolish the aid altogether. But we obviously do not believe it is wrong.

Similar considerations apply to the claim that if God interferes in disasters, he would destroy a considerable amount of moral urgency to make things right. Once again, note that such institutions as modern medicine
and fire departments are relatively recent. They function irrespective of whether we as individuals feel any moral urgency to support them. To the extent that they help others, opportunities to feel moral urgency are

destroyed because they reduce the number of cases which appeal to us for help. Since we have not always had such institutions, there must have been a time when there was greater moral urgency than there is now.

If such a situation is morally desirable, then we should abolish modern medical care and fire departments. If the situation is not morally desirable, then God should have remedied it.

Besides this point, we should note that God is represented as one who tolerates disasters, such as infants burning to death, in order to create moral urgency. It follows that God approves of these disasters as a means

to encourage the creation of moral urgency. Furthermore, if there were no such disasters occurring, God would have to see to it that they occur, If it so happened that we lived in a world in which babies never perished
in burning houses, God would be morally obliged to take an active hand in setting fire to houses with infants in them. In fact, if the frequency of infant mortality due to fire should happen to fall below a level necessary for

the creation of maximum moral urgency in our real world, God would be justified in setting a few fires of his own, This may well be happening right now, for there is no guarantee that the maximum number of infant

deaths necessary for moral urgency are occurring.

All of this is of course absurd. If I see an opportunity to create otherwise nonexistent opportunities for moral urgency by burning an infant or two, then I should not do so. But if it is good to maximize moral urgency, then I

should do so, Therefore, it is not good to maximize moral urgency. Plainly we do not in general believe that it is a good thing to maximize moral urgency. The fact that we approve of modern medical care and applaud
medical advances is proof enough of this.

The theist may point out that in a world without suffering there would be no occasion for the production of such virtues as courage, sympathy, and the like. This may be true, but the atheist need not demand a world

without suffering. He need only claim that there is suffering which is in excess of that needed for the production of various virtues. For example, God’s active attempts to save six-month-old infants from fires would not in
itself create a world without suffering. But no one could sincerely doubt that it would improve the world.

The two arguments against the previous theistic excuse apply here also. “Moral urgency” and “building virtue” are susceptible to the same criticism, It is worthwhile to emphasize, however, that we encourage efforts to
eliminate evils; we approve of efforts to promote peace, prevent famine, and wipe out disease. In other words, we do value a world with fewer or (if possible) no opportunities for the development of virtue (when “virtue”

is understood to mean the reduction of suffering). If we produce such a world for succeeding generations, how will they develop virtues? Without war, disease, and famine, they will not be virtuous, Should we then

cease our attempts to wipe out war, disease, and famine? If we do not believe that it is right to cease attempts at improving the world, then by implication we admit that virtue-building is not an excuse for God to permit
disasters, For we admit that the development of virtue is no excuse for permitting disasters.

It might be said that God allows innocent people to suffer in order to deflate man’s ego so that the latter will not be proud of his apparently deserved good fortune. But this excuse succumbs to the arguments used
against the preceding excuses and we need discuss them no further.

Theists may claim that evil is a necessary by-product of the laws of nature and therefore it is irrational for God to interfere every time a disaster happens. Such a state of affairs would alter the whole causal order and

we would then find it impossible to predict anything. But the death of a child caused by an electrical fire could have been prevented by a miracle and no one would ever have known. Only a minor alteration in electrical
equipment would have been necessary. A very large disaster could have been avoided simply by producing in Hitler a miraculous heart attack—and no one would have known it was a miracle. To argue that continued

miraculous intervention by God would be wrong is like insisting that one should never use salt because ingesting five pounds of it would be fatal, No one is requesting that God interfere all of the time. He should,
however, intervene to prevent especially horrible disasters, Of course, the question arises: where does one draw the line? Well, certainly the line should be drawn somewhere this side of infants burning to death. To

argue that we do not know where the line should be drawn is no excuse for failing to interfere in those instances that would be called clear cases of evil.

It will not do to claim that evil exists as a necessary contrast to good so that we might know what good is. A very small amount of evil, such as a toothache, would allow that. It is not necessary to destroy innocent

human beings.

The claim could be made that God has a “higher morality” by which his actions are to be judged. But it is a strange “higher morality” Which claims that what we call “bad” is good and what we call “good” is bad, Such a
morality can have no meaning to us. It would be like calling black “white” and white “black.” In reply the theist may say that God is the wise Father and we are ignorant children. How can we judge God any more than a

child is able to judge his parent? It is true that a child may be puzzled by his parents’ conduct, but his basis for deciding that their conduct is nevertheless good would be the many instances of good behavior he has
observed, Even so, this could be misleading. Hitler, by all accounts, loved animals and children of the proper race; but if Hitler had had a child, this offspring would hardly have been justified in arguing that his father

was a good man. At any rate, God’s “higher morality,” being the opposite of ours, cannot offer any grounds for deciding that he is somehow good.

Perhaps the main problem with the solutions to the problem of evil we have thus far considered is that no matter how convincing they may be in the abstract, they are implausible in certain particular cases. Picture an
infant dying in a burning house and then imagine God simply observing from afar. Perhaps God is reciting excuses in his own behalf. As the child succumbs to the smoke and flames, God may be pictured as saying:

“Sorry, but if I helped you I would have considerable trouble deflating the ego of your parents. And don’t forget I have to keep those laws of nature consistent. And anyway if you weren’t dying in that fire, a lot of moral
urgency would just go down the drain. Besides, I didn’t start this fire, so you can’t blame me.”

It does no good to assert that God may not be all-powerful and thus not able to prevent evil, He can create a universe and yet is conveniently unable to do what the fire department can do— rescue a baby from a

burning building. God should at least be as powerful as a man. A man, if he had been at the right place and time, could have killed Hitler, Was this beyond God’s abilities? If God knew in 1910 how to produce polio
vaccine and if he was able to communicate with somebody, he should have communicated this knowledge. He must be incredibly limited if he could not have managed this modest accomplishment, Such a God if not

dead, is the next thing to it. And a person who believes in such a ghost of a God is practically an atheist. To call such a thing a god would be to strain the meaning of the word.
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The theist, as usual, may retreat to faith, He may say that he has faith in God’s goodness and therefore the Christian Deity’s existence has not been disproved. “Faith” is here understood as being much like confidence

in a friend’s innocence despite the evidence against him. Now in order to have confidence in a friend one must know him well enough to justify faith in his goodness. We cannot have justifiable faith in the supreme
goodness of strangers. Moreover, such confidence must come not just from a speaking acquaintance. The friend may continually assure us with his words that he is good but if he does not act like a good person, we

would have no reason to trust him. A person who says he has faith in God’s goodness is speaking as if he had known God for a long time and during that time had never seen Him do any serious evil. But we know that
throughout history God has allowed numerous atrocities to occur, No one can have justifiable faith in the goodness of such a God. This faith would have to be based on a close friendship wherein God was never found

to do anything wrong. But a person would have to be blind and deaf to have had such a relationship with God. Suppose a friend of yours had always claimed to be good yet refused to help people when he was in a

position to render aid, Could you have justifiable faith in his goodness: You can of course say that you trust God anyway—that no arguments can undermine your faith. But this is just a statement describing how
stubborn you are; it has no bearing whatsoever on the question of God’s goodness.

The various excuses theists offer for why God has allowed evil to exist have been demonstrated to be inadequate. However, the conclusive objection to these excuses does not depend on their inadequacy.

First, we should note that every possible excuse making the actual world consistent with the existence of a good God could be used in reverse to make that same world consistent with an evil God. For example, we

could say that God is evil and that he allows free will so that we can freely do evil things, which would make us more truly evil than we would be if forced to perform evil acts. Or we could say that natural disasters occur

in order to make people more selfish and bitter, for most people tend to have a “me-first” attitude in a disaster (note, for example, stampedes to leave burning buildings). Even though some people achieve virtue from
disasters, this outcome is necessary if persons are to react freely to disaster—necessary if the development of moral degeneracy is to continue freely. But, enough; the point is made. Every excuse we could provide to

make the world consistent with a good God can be paralleled by an excuse to make the world consistent with an evil God. This is so because the world is a mixture of both good and bad.

Now there are only three possibilities concerning God’s moral character, Considering the world as it actually is, we may believe: (a) that God is more likely to be all evil than he is to be all good; (b) that God is less likely

to be all evil than he is to be all good; or (c) that God is equally as likely to be all evil as he is to be all good, In case (a) it would be admitted that God is unlikely to be all good. Case (b) cannot be true at all, since—as

we have seen—the belief that God is all evil can be justified to precisely the same extent as the belief that God is all good. Case (c) leaves us with no reasonable excuses for a good God to permit evil. The reason is as
follows: if an excuse is to be a reasonable excuse, the circumstances it identifies as excusing conditions must be actual. For example, if I run over a pedestrian and my excuse is that the brakes failed because someone

tampered with them, then the facts had better bear this out. Otherwise the excuse will not hold. Now if case (c) is correct and, given the facts of the actual world, God is as likely to be all evil as he is to be all good, then
these facts do not support the excuses which could be made for a good God permitting evil. Consider an analogous example, If my excuse for running over the pedestrian is that my brakes were tampered with, and if

the actual facts lead us to believe that it is no more likely that they were tampered with than that they were not, the excuse is no longer reasonable. To make good my excuse, I must show that it is a fact or at least
highly probable that my brakes were tampered with—not that it is just a possibility. The same point holds for God. His excuse must not be a possible excuse, but an actual one. But case (c), in maintaining that it is just

as likely that God is all evil as that he is all good, rules this out. For if case (c) is true, then the facts of the actual world do not make it any more likely that God is all good than that he is all evil. Therefore, they do not

make it any more likely that his excuses are good than that they are not. But, as we have seen, good excuses have a higher probability of being true.

Cases (a) and (c) conclude that it is unlikely that God is all good, and case (b) cannot be true, Since these are the only possible cases, there is no escape from the conclusion that it is unlikely that God is all good, Thus

the problem of evil triumphs over traditional theism.

B. C. Johnson is the pseudonym of an author who prefers anonymity.
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